Growth and behavioral changes in mice prenatally exposed to methylmercury and heat.
Postnatal and behavioral changes in mice exposed prenatally to methylmercury and heat were investigated. Pregnant ICR mice were immersed in water at 37 degrees C or 42 degrees C for 10 min once or twice daily from day 12 through day 15 of gestation. Two hours after the heat exposure on day 12 of age, mice were injected s.c. with 5 mg Hg/kg of methylmercury (MeHg, as chloride) or saline. Prenatal exposure to heat significantly induced inactivity in an open field test (OPF) in males and retarded walking ability in both males and females. Prenatal exposure to MeHg caused significant inactivity in the OPF in females. Although heat did not enhance the effect of MeHg on physical growth or the behavior of pups and vice versa, there were some interactions between the effects of these two agents. Thus, the difference in walking ability in both sexes caused by heat was more distinctive in the saline-treated groups than in the MeHg-treated groups; the difference in locomotion in OPF caused by MeHg in females was more distinctive in the normothermic group than among the hyperthermic groups. The mechanisms underlying these behavioral changes need to be further examined.